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eath strikes and surprises; yet shaken by
history, and more
than ever after Auschwitz, the Jew
takes a toast "to life," lehayyim\
Paradoxically, the hot and familiar experience of death makes life
still richer and more tasty. The
acute awareness of death calls for
the full enjoyment of life. Qohelet
recommends this wisdom: "Live
joyfully . . . Whatever your hand
finds to do, do it with your might;
for there is no work or device or
knowledge or wisdom in the grave
where you are going" (Ecclesiastes
9:1-10, NKJV).
But in the heart of this high
quality of intense life, where the
thought of nothingness is rejected,

stands the burning question:
What comes after? Where are we
going beyond this big step into the
silence? Where have gone our
friends and our parents whose
bones lie in the tomb? This question bothered the ancient, who
liked to compare death to a traveling sailboat. Like the dead, the
boat disappears on the cloudy horizon, and we don't know where
it goes beyond the point where sea
and sky touch. Jews and Christians also meet here, carried by the
same question but also transported by the same fables and the
same hopes. Did the soul take off
into heaven and vanish in the eternity of God, or is it awaiting
somewhere the day of resurrection

to join the recreated body? Is the
soul traveling from body to body
in an infinite journey? For the
Hebrew of the Bible, the answer
to these questions is both tragic
and comforting: nothing survives
after death, yet on this lucid observation is articulated the hope
which runs all the risks. Lehayyim
is then more than a toast which
invites to the present enjoyment
out of the anguish of the forthcoming unavoidable event. It is
the recognition of the victory of
life over death; it is the affirmation of hope in spite of all, but it
is above all the expression of a
genuine faith which owes everything to the God who is alive: hay.
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4^£z Selwyn Franklin was born in South Africa and attended a Jewish
high school. He continued his studies in Israel and America,

graduating

with a theology degree and a masters degree in philosophy.
After graduating, he spent some time in Australia in youth work, then in South Africa in
two places, Durban

and Cape Town.

When in Cape Town, Rabbi Franklin became very

much involved in the struggle for human rights and he founded

an organization

"Jews for

Justice" which was closely allied to the United Democratic Front of the African

National

Congress. About ten years ago, the situation became very tense in South Africa; and because of
his involvement

in the struggle for human rights, he was forced to leave the country.

Rabbi Franklin now serves as the chief minister of the central synagogue in Sydney, the
largest synagogue in Australia.

He is also the president of the Rabbinical

South Wales and a member of the judicial council "Beth Din."
president of the Australian
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Rabbinate.

Council of New

In addition, he is the senior

Shabbat Shalom*: How does
Judaism see death?
F r a n k l i n : T h e concept of
death is something that Judaism
relates to, but it prefers to accentuate life itself. Although dying
for one's faith is considered to be
highly laudable, as in the concept of martyrdom, it would be
better even to violate the Sabbath laws, which are very serious,
in order to save a life. So I would
say that to a certain extent Judaism is very life-orientated and
accentuates the optimistic side of
human existence.
Be that as it may, death itself
is regarded as a part of life, so an
essential thing to do when death
occurs is to recite what is known
as the kaddish prayer, commemorating someone who has
passed away, not only at the
graveside and in the various religious services but throughout
the year following the death of
the loved one.
The mourner reads a selection of kaddish passages that
embrace the idea of God prevailing over all; and while in fact
it is a very sad m o m e n t and
people feel a personal loss, nevertheless it is a recognition that
ultimately what occurs is with
God's will. And to a religious
person, a person with faith, that
could indeed be a source of
comfort at a time like this.
Shabbat Shalom: How does
that compare with the Jewish view
of life? Is this life all there is?
Franklin: We believe in life after life. We believe that the grave
is not the end of the road and in
fact living in this world is a preparation for what we call the world
to come, haolam habah. How one
lives one's life in this world isn't
in the hope of a reward, but it is

Judaism
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side

optimistic

of human

existence.

seen as a sort of investment. If
you cultivate your spiritual existence in this world by means of
living a spiritual life, you will have
a substantial spiritual existence
beyond the grave. That is the
Jewish point of view.
Shabbat Shalom: So death is
just an acceptable part of life?
Franklin: What is interesting
is that the Talmud, a work which
portrays the entire gamut ofjewish existence, states that a person
should in fact bless the Lord, bless
God for b o t h good and bad
things, recognizing that things
which we perceive to be bad are
actually a part of the ultimate
plan, a recognition that God runs
the show. It allows one to accept
death much easier.
It is interesting that in the
temple of old which serves as a

Our

spiritual model for today, any person who came in contact with a
dead person would have to go
through a spiritual renewal process, actually a form of baptism
we call mikva. Christian baptism
is actually derived from the Jewish tradition of immersion in a
ritual bath, and the idea is, of
course, to accentuate the importance of life over death. Impurity,
therefore, is associated with
death, and purity is associated
with the idea of life over death.
After coming in contact with a
dead body, a person couldn't approach the sanctuary without first
going through ritual immersion.
Our attitude could be summarized in Psalm 23:4: "Even
though I walk through the valley
of the shadow of death, I will fear
no evil for you are with me."
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That most likely summarizes the
Jewish perspective on death.
Shabbat Shalom: So are you
saying that death is like a gate
to a better existence for human
beings and that we will continue
at some other level after we have
passed that?
Franklin: I am not sure, because none of us have ever been
there and come back. I am not
sure about the existence beyond
the grave. What we do assert is
that there is some existence beyond the grave, but Judaism
doesn't encourage a quest for spirits and those who are passed away
because the Bible proscribes it. It
says that you may not search for
the dead. However, there are recorded instances in our religious
writings, as well as in other writings, of some kind of contact with
the spiritual world, with people
who have passed away. These
contacts could be by people hallucinating; but on the other hand,
there are those who think it is
very, very real.
So, we assert that there is life
after life, but to say that it is a
reward for living in this world
would be a negation of this world.
This is not Jewish. Judaism says
that the purpose of living is ultimately to make the world in
which we live a better place. If as
a consequence we develop our
spiritual selves, then we'll have a
spiritual existence at a deeper level
once we leave this world. That
in no way describes the nature of
the world to come because we are
not sure.
Shabbat Shalom: So you hold
a very existential view when it
comes to life?
Franklin: Absolutely!
Shabbat Shalom: In reading
Jewish literature and the He6 SHABBAT SHALOM / August 1997

brew Bible, one comes across
the idea of the resurrection of
the dead. Does Judaism believe
in the resurrection?
Franklin: Resurrection is one
of our articles of faith, one of the
things we believe in, but once
again it is difficult to define. It
certainly means something other
than life after life. So when we
pass away, it's not that we die
and then we come alive again in
a physical form but that the
spirit, the soul, continues beyond the grave. I sometimes use
the analogy of a balloon filled
with air. Once the air is dissip a t e d the b a l l o o n b e c o m e s
lifeless while the air continues in
a very amorphous form.
Resurrection from a religious
Jewish perspective really means
that there is a time in the future
when humans who have died will
once again come alive in a physical form. There is the belief that
such an event will occur in Messianic times, when the Messiah
The

mourning

to two

words,

Shabbat Shalom: Are you
somehow dividing a body and
soul into two separate entities?
Franklin: Judaism doesn't really try to separate the body and
the soul in the sense that the
body is regarded as a negative
thing and the soul as positive,
like you find in the Cartesian
problem in Christianity that
Descartes refers to. Rather the
body and soul are seen together
in concert, the body being the
way in which the soul activates
itself for a positive life. For example, sexuality from a certain
C h r i s t i a n perspective is regarded as an evil of the flesh.
Judaism regards sexuality as being of a productive nature, a
spiritual means of developing
the h u m a n being in concert
with his or her spouse. On the
other hand, there is certainly a
belief that the body will go
t h r o u g h a d e m i s e at d e a t h
while the spirit continues beyond the grave.
process

respect

finally arrives to perfect the
world. It is believed that at a
certain point in time there will
be a p h y s i c a l r e s u r r e c t i o n .
Maimonides, one of our greatest t h i n k e r s , deals w i t h t h e
notion of resurrection, but he
doesn't go into detail. We believe t h a t r e s u r r e c t i o n will
h a p p e n . It is evident from
chapters 37 and 38 of Ezekiel
that mention the dry bones. We
believe in the resurrection, and
we take it literally to a certain
extent, but we don't know what
it really will be like until the
moment comes. We certainly
believe in the possibility.

is
and

related
realism.

Shabbat Shalom: What do you
do as a Rabbi when someone in
your congregation dies? What
are some of the rituals that surround death?
Franklin: If I am present at the
moment of death, I try to comfort the immediate family and
others present. My qualification
in psychology enables me to use
psychological techniques to help
people overcome their grief as
well as the spiritual guidance that
I may give them. There is a ritual
of opening the windows to symbolically allow the soul to depart
from the body. I would contact
almost immediately the Jewish

burial society called the chevra
kaddisha, and they would send a
hearse with two of the staff to remove the body to the chevra
kaddisha, at the chapel where the
burial will take place. Prior to the
funeral service, the b o d y is
cleaned and prepared by ritual
washing, with certain measures of
water being poured over it. Then
the body is dressed in white linen
garments without pockets and
placed in a simple coffin. In addition to the person being buried
in these white shrouds, there is
also the prayer shawl the person
may have used during prayer services. The shawl is used to drape
the body and then the coffin is
sealed. A unique feature ofjewish funerals is that there is no
ornate coffin. It is a simple
wooden box usually of pine. In
Sydney, it is painted black; in
South Africa, it is left just plain;
and in Israel, they don't even bury
people in coffins. They just lower
the body into the grave on a covered stretcher.
Shabbat Shalom: Tell us a
little about the funeral service.
Franklin: There is a special requirement to try to have the
funeral as soon as possible after
the death, even on the same day.
It is generally very difficult to arrange it so soon, so it is
scheduled for the very first opp o r t u n i t y after i m m e d i a t e
family arrive from overseas. The
service itself is held in the chapel
and consists of some psalms and
words about the deceased. Before the service commences,
there is an act of grief which is
positively expressed t h r o u g h
cutting of garments called krim.
It is done on the left-hand side,
the side nearest the heart, for
parents, and on the other side

for near family: husband, wife,
sister, brother, child. After the
service, people go to the burial
ground where the burial takes
place.
Shabbat Shalom: D o you
practice cremation?
Franklin: Orthodox Judaism,
which I subscribe to, does not
allow cremation. With reformed
Judaism, cremation is allowed although the practice has become
more and more discouraged.
Burial in the ground is a traditional way for Jewish people to
be buried.
Shabbat Shalom: Do the rites
of mourning conclude when the
funeral services do?
Franklin: The family returns
home from the graveyard and
commences a mourning process
of seven days, during which they
sit on a very low stool. They
take off their leather shoes and
wear their slippers; they don't
shave or g r o o m themselves.
They are protected from worry
about how they look.
People come to the house during that time and commiserate
with the family and comfort
them. After seven days, the
mourners "come back to life"
and return to work, taking up
their normal duties again. They
still mourn for any of seven close
relatives, b u t for father or
mother mourning would continue for an entire year. That
means for the year they don't go
to any public entertainment,
movies, plays, concerts, or the
like. Each year on the anniversary of the death, the day is used
to commemorate the deceased.
A 24-hour candle is lit, and a
person comes to the synagogue
to say the kaddish prayer in
which God's hand in the process

is recognized. That is the basic
procedure.
Shabbat Shalom: What impresses me most is the mourning
period, because from a psychological perspective, it is a very
healthy way to deal with grief.
Jewish people are free to express
themselves, not as in western society where those kinds of things
are just swept under the carpet.
Franklin: Well, studies have
been done by Elizabeth KiiblerRoss and others who are well
known for thanatology (dealing
with death and the psychological ramifications of grief), and
certainly the idea of stopping the
world for a week and not going
out of the house channels the
emotions. So it gives people
who overreact an avenue, and
people who are unable to express
themselves are also given an avenue to grieve.
The mourning process is related to two words, respect and
realism: respect for death because life just doesn't carry on;
somebody close has just passed
away and that reality gives a person a greater capacity to deal
with the issue.
During the week of sheva, as
we call the seven days of mourning, family and friends all come
to the house. An interesting
Jewish custom is that when you
come to visit people who are in
mourning, it is not appropriate
to start talking to them. You
should sit down; and if they talk
to you, you respond. At that
stage of grief, people don't want
to talk. It shows some sort of
sensitivity towards the situation.
What is also interesting, when
they all return from the cemetery after the funeral, it is
customary for the friends to
August 1997 / SHABBAT SHALOM 7
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bring food at least for the first
meal. Food is a form of consolation, and it is not considered
good for the bereaved to go back
and prepare their first own meal.
So, it is called a meal of consolation, seudath adara. Another
interesting custom is that some
people use bagels, round rolls
that show that life goes on.
Some other people bring hardboiled eggs to refer to fertility.
Shabbat Shalom: Finally, an
eschatological question: Does
Judaism believe that there will
be a time when there is no death
any more?
Franklin: This is again a discussion point by our greatest
teacher. That death would be
abolished forever is referred to in
biblical writings, so some people
feel that there will be a time when
death will be abolished. The

8 SHABBAT SHALOM / August 1997

overwhelming opinion though is
that there might be some resurrection as sources indicate, but
that those resurrected will be
alive only for some time and then
die again in a normal fashion.
We believe that eternal life won't
be in this world in a physical
sense, but in the spiritual world,
where it will continue as a spiritual existence. So that tries to
answer the question.
Shabbat Shalom: So, there is
a paradise?
Franklin: Absolutely! There is
a paradise. Eternal life itself is a
paradise. As for physical existence, we are not sure. Certainly
it is not a paradise in the sense
of what you see in the movies,
or in medieval art. There isn't
such a concept of paradise. The
word garneia used for paradise
is something which is very difficult to define. We simply say

"spiritual existence beyond the
grave." There is spiritual existence beyond the grave; but what
that is exactly, we don't know.
Everybody will have some sort
of spiritual existence beyond the
grave; but the more you develop
your spirituality, the more substantial that existence beyond
the grave will be.
Shabbat Shalom: We have
thoroughly enjoyed your profound
and
meaningful
discussion. Thank you for your
time and effort, Rabbi Franklin.

*This intetview was conducted
by Petti Matasjarvi.
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A critical
Christian

A native of Iceland,

Dr.

Olafsson taught in Iceland for
twentyyears in a secondary boarding school, with the last three years
as principal.

Since 1988, Dr.

Olafison has been teaching Old
Testament and biblical languages
at Newbold College, England.
His Ph.D. dissertation in Old
Testament studies dealt with the
concept of forgiveness in the Old
Testament.
Dr. Olafsson and his wife Lea
have five children, all married,
and three grandchildren (plus two
on the way).
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habbat Shalom1: What is
death for you?
Olafsson: I see death as
a total cessation of life and personal experience. It needs to be
viewed in the context of the nature of man. M a n is n o t a
composite being—body, soul and
spirit—as many believe, b u t
rather a whole being viewed from
different perspectives. None of
the "components" of man has an
independent existence. In the
story of Creation in Genesis 2,
we read that "God made man
from the dust of the ground, then
He breathed into his nostrils the
breath of life, and thus man became a living being" (v. 7).
Death is the reversal of this pro-

S

f

s

o

n

traditional
of

death.

cess, as we read in James: "body
without a spirit is dead" (2:26).
The Bible tells us that as the dust
goes back to dust and the spirit
goes back to God who gave it, the
soul ceases to exist.
That marks the end of the existence of man. It is like the
electrical light: as long as the electrical current runs through the
bulb we have light, but when the
current is turned off, light ceases
to exist. Death is not a part of
human existence nor a natural part
of life. It is an intrusion on life; it
is an enemy, the result of a separation from the Source of life.
Shabbat Shalom: W h a t do
you think death is in Christian
tradition?
August 1997 / SHABBAT SHALOM 9
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Olafsson: Through the centuries, Christianity has been divided
on this issue. The majority of the
Christian church has traditionally
based its view of death on dualistic ideas drawn from Greek
philosophy according to which
human beings consist of two entities or components: a material,
physical body which is mortal,
and a soul or a spirit which is immaterial and immortal. The soul
has or carries the true personal
identity. It comes from God and
is therefore eternal. During the
earthly existence of man, the eternal soul is imprisoned within the
material body. At death, the body
returns to the dust where it came
from, but the soul escapes the
bodily prison and is set free to
continue its existence in another
realm. The spirit of those who
have been "good" enters into the
everlasting bliss in the presence of
their heavenly Father, but the
spirit of those who have been
"bad" is condemned to an eternal
existence of punishment in a fiery hell. Death is thus seen by the
majority of Christian churches to
be just a natural part of human
existence, a transition from one
form of life to another.
Shabbat Shalom: What does
the Bible teach about death?
Olafsson: As mentioned above,
the Bible presents a holistic picture
of man; man is not composed of
separate, independent entities.
10 SHABBAT SHALOM/August 1997

ures of his descendants (Job
14:21). But there is hope, the hope
of a resurrection, as the psalmist
says: "As for me, I shall behold Thy
face in righteousness; I will be satisfied with beholding Thy likeness
when I awake" (Psalm 17:15).
The Bible speaks of two deaths:
the former is a temporary cessation of life, a consequence of man's
life in a sinful environment; at the
end of a life span of 70-80 plus
years man dies. This death is often referred to as "sleep" in the
Bible. Like sleep, it is not permanent, and it implies a time of
awakening. It can also be a blessing in disguise. It is a relief to the
sufferer, and it prevents man from
having to endure life in an envir o n m e n t of ever-increasing
wickedness while he waits for the
fulfillment of God's promises of
rewards at the end of the age (Revelation 22:12). The latter, or
second death, is the permanent
termination of life at the time of
the ultimate eradication of evil
from the universe (Revelation
20:14, 15). At that time, death
will also be permanently eliminated from human experience
(Revelation 21:4). Thielicke has
pointed out:

ceases

;/*.•- , :•'.' ••'•
to

exist.

Rather, he has different aspects,
none of which exists in isolation.
Man is a unity. God created man
with the possibility of living forever. This was not an inherent
ability, but conditioned by man's
living in harmony with the principles laid down by Him who is the
source of all life. When man
"sinned" by not choosing to do so,
he severed the life connection.
Death was not a part of God's creation. It was an intruder, a reversal
of creation. It was not a punishment, per se, but rather a direct
consequence of man's choice.
When man dies, it means the
whole person dies. It marks the
end of the total experience of man;
body, soul, and spirit cease to exist. At the moment of death, "dust
returns to dust . . . and the spirit
returns to God" (Ecclesiastes 12:7),
and he has no longer any share in
what goes on under the sun
(Ecclesiastes 9:6), because "in that
very day his thoughts perish"
(Psalm 146:4). Neither does he
praise the Lord anymore, because
he is not in heaven (see Acts 2:34),
but he has "gone down into silence" (Psalm 115:17), from where
he is unaware of the success or fail-

natural

pan
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iemy,

Wherever God is,
there is life. Where God
is not, there is death (Ps.
104:29-30; Job 34:15). .
. . Whoever does not have
this contact with the
breath of God, whoever
lives in protest against
him or in internal detachment from him, is already
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dead regardless of how
much vitality he might
have externally (Eph. 2:5;
Rom. 5:21; 7:10; 1 John
3:14-15). His life is disconnected from its actual
source of power, though
still rolling along "in neutral" according to the law
of inertia.2
Shabbat Shalom: Are you afraid
of death?
Olafsson: All human beings
have an inborn fear of death. In
spite of difficulties in our lives, we
cling to life. As a human being, I
fear death, because it is an enemy;
but it is a conquered enemy.
"Death has been swallowed up in
victory," "victory through our Lord
Jesus Christ" according to Paul (1
Corinthians 15:54, 57). Therefore, as a Christian, I know death
need not be the final end of my
existence. The Bible assures me
that the temporary cessation of life
is just a sleep, a period of timeless
nonexistence for those who wait
for the fulfillment of God's glorious promises "in the morning."
Shabbat Shalom: Is there a life
after death?
Olafsson: Yes and no. As I mentioned earlier, many Christians
view death as just a transition from
one state of existence to another.
So for them, the individual continues to exist in another sphere
following the brief transition at the
moment of death. According to
the Bible, however, that view is
wrong. It points out clearly that
in death the soul perishes, man
does not know anything, man
ceases to exist. But the Bible also
speaks about life after death, life
which relates to the present in the
same way as tomorrow relates to

today, interrupted by tonight's
sleep. At that time our corruptible bodies will be raised
incorruptible . . . the mortal will
put on immortality (1 Corinthians
15:51-53). This is neither automatic nor inherent, but dependent
on God's restorative powers. Since
death is the cessation of life, life
after death calls for a full restoration from nothing, a new creation,
as it were. It is not something that
takes place at the deathbed, but at
the glorious second coming of our
Lord, Jesus Christ.
Shabbat Shalom: How do you
interpret or understand the state
of death?
Olafsson: As I have already
stated, death is a total cessation of
existence, including all its activities. It is a state of a nonexistence.
Shabbat Shalom: Do you believe in immortality?
Olafsson: Again, I think I
would have to answer this question
with a "yes" and a "no." If immortality is seen as the ability of
some component of the human
being to exist independently, unfettered by time or space, the
answer is "no." But as I mentioned
earlier, God created man with the
possibility of living forever. But
that life is not an independent existence; it is dependent on a
constant relationship with the
source of life, which is God. So, I
would qualify my answer by saying that I do believe in conditional
immortality, immortality which
God will ultimately give to those
who choose to remain in fellowship with Him.
Shabbat Shalom: What about
resurrection?
Olafsson: Resurrection is not
just resuscitation. It calls for a new

creation, following a period of nonexistence, death. Thus it is a
resumption of life rather than a
continuation. Some people have
difficulty seeing resurrection as a
reality because they feel that it is
dependent on the existence of a
body or a noninterruption of mental activities. But science tells us
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that physically we are constantly
changing; and in about a sevenyear cycle, all of the cells of the
body have been replaced. What I
am today, physically, is completely
different from "me" ten years ago,
but I am still me. What about our
thoughts? Some say that eternal
life calls for an immortal soul in
order to keep mental life uninterrupted.
But, we may have
particular thoughts in mind when
we fall asleep at night and then we
sleep a number of hours. When
we wake up, we may continue with
the same thoughts we had when we
fell asleep, unaware whether we
slept for a few minutes, several
hours, or a whole day. Some are
even unconscious for weeks or
months. When they wake up, they
may still continue the thought process they had when they fell asleep.
So, a future restored life is not dependent on the p e r m a n e n t
existence of a body or the survival
of a soul, or a spirit.
In the resurrection, God will
recreate the human being. The
personal identity is preserved, but
the person is no longer encumAugust 1997 / SHABBAT SHALOM 11

bered with sin and disease and is
unaffected by the interval of nonexistence that he or she may have
experienced. The resurrection
forms the conclusion of God's
plan of salvation, and its certainty
is guaranteed by Christ's resurrection. It involves a complete
physical transformation which
makes possible the full development of the human potential
man is endowed with. It is not
just an individual experience but
a collective one, in which all
those who died in the Lord will
be resurrected at the same time
(1 Thessalonians 4:16, 17). Resurrection is, therefore, not just a
natural continuation of life but
a new start, a new creation at the
end of the ages.
Shabbat Shalom: Is this concept c o n s i s t e n t with w h a t
Christians have always believed
or has it u n d e r g o n e changes
through time?
Olafsson: As I m e n t i o n e d
above, many traditional Christian churches have departed from
this biblical view of death and
have mixed it with Greek philosophy w h i c h teaches the
immortality of the soul and sees
death as just a transition from
one existence to another. There
has been a change in the Christian church, in general. But there
are still Christian churches which
hold on to the biblical view that
death is a temporary and/or a
complete cessation of all life and
resurrection is a new beginning.
Shabbat Shalom: How do you
relate to death and what specific
doctrines do you have that will
help you to accept death?
Olafsson: Death is an enemy,
and personally I feel that I can
12 SHABBAT SHALOM / August 1997

never fully come to terms with
death, even though I can see that,
at times, death can be a relief for
individuals who have been suffering. But, it still creates a loss.
What helps me to accept death is
the fact that I know it is a conquered enemy. Christ, by his death
and resurrection, conquered this
last great enemy of humanity.
Through my acceptance of Christ,
I can have a part in that victory and
share in the hope of a future life
when "the dead will be raised im-

What

helps
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to accept
is the
I
that
conquered

death
fact
know
it is a
enemy.

perishable" and "we shall bear the
image of the man of heaven" (1
Corinthians 15:49) in a place
where God Himself will be with
His people and "will wipe away
every tear from their eyes, and
death shall be no more, neither
shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain any more, for the
former things have passed away"
(Revelation 21:4).
Shabbat Shalom: How does
your church provide help to those
who have lost a family member?
Olafsson: The church tries to
show itself as a caring community,
providing support for those who
have suffered a loss. This is, however, done more on an individual
basis than as a part of the church
activity. This help can be on two
levels; one is the immediate aspect
of helping those who have suffered

loss by being friends; the other
looks more to the future by assuring the individuals of God's loving
care for those who suffer. He has
conquered death, so those who accept God's provisions can look
forward to meeting with their
loved ones when they "wake up in
the morning."
Shabbat Shalom: Do you provide any extra help like group
seminars or group support?
Olafsson: Many local churches
provide a grief-recovery program
where specially trained individuals help individuals cope with the
process of grieving. It is a process
that everybody goes through, but
it may affect them in various ways.
The more you know about this
process the easier it is to cope. I
think the best thing that we as individuals can do is to show our
friendship and be close to and
helpful to the one who is suffering grief or loss. That was Christ's
method. That is what he wants
us as his children to do to for each
other.

'This interview was conducted by
Richard Elofer, associate editor of
L'Olivier.
^Helmut Thielicke, Death and Life,
trans. Edward H. Schroeder (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1970), pp.
106-107.
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T

Life

o really live is to engage
all the dimensions of
being into life. Such a
holistic concept of life is biblical.
Man and woman, their whole beings, were created by God.
This implies that their being,
permeated by the breath of God,
cannot be fragmented. The story
of Creation specifies: "The Lord
God formed the man from the dust
of the ground and breathed into
his nostrils the breath of life, and
the man became a living being"
(Genesis 2:7).' Both the breath of
life and the dust are components
of the human being. To be deprived of either of these
components, man would not be a

living being. Man is either whole
or he is not.
Everything for the Hebrew is
vital. The body, the soul, ethical
behavior, the relationship with the
neighbor, the relationship with
God. Nothing is of lesser value.
Everything plays its role in the
making of the human person. In
the Bible, man is an unfragmented
whole, nothing can be discarded as
less important, everything is related. Thus, the ethical behavior
of a person is directly related to his
spiritual condition (Proverbs 3:3,
4). Even the exercise of the intellect can be beneficial to the health
and beauty of the body. "My son,
preserve sound judgment and discernment, do not let them out of

destiny

decoded

Bible.

your sight; they will be life for you,
an ornament to grace your neck"
(Proverbs 3:21, 22).
On the other hand, evil and sin
have the opposite effect on the
body: "My strength fails because
of my iniquity, and my bones waste
away" (Psalm 31:10, NKJV). The
wisdom of the Bible has been confirmed by the recent discoveries of
psychosomatic medicine. It is no
longer a novelty to speak of the relationship between the physical
and the mental. There are numerous examples of physical illnesses
derived from psychological causes.
The perfect being would consequently excel in the integration
of all his faculties, be they physical, mental, or social. But the ideal
August 1997 / SHABBAT SHALOM 13

of the Bible is not a Nietzschean
hero, nor the formation of a Spartan elite, as supported by Auguste
Comte, Alexis Carrel, and the racist philosophies.
Highly intelligent or athletic
persons do not attain the biblical
ideal until they have reached the
equivalent proficiency in ethical
and religious matters. In fact, the
biblical definition of intelligence
has nothing to do with I.Q. "The
feat of God is the beginning of
wisdom" (Psalm 111:10; Proverbs
9:10). "The fear of the Lord is
the beginning of knowledge"
(Proverbs 1:7).
To the psychosomatic definition of man, the Bible adds yet
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Religion permeates the life of
the Hebrew. It is the common denominator which unites all the
aspects of a person's life. Holiness
applies to the whole person, to
both body and soul. For the Hebrew, it is impossible to be morally
sound without being also physi-

mental
to

to ethical

a religious purpose, from the development of physical and mental
faculties, to the commandment
to love one's neighbor, to ethical
behavior. "Fear God and keep his
commandments, for this is the
whole duty of man" (Ecclesiastes
12:13).

from

love

behavior.

social skills. He is skinny,
clumsy, and unadapted.
On the other hand, the
athlete displays an open
disinterest in matters of
the intellect; he leaves that
to his skinny manager.
To top it all, the believer should in no case
display too much interest
in life, be too athletic, or
too intelligent, for this will
only make it harder to give
it all up for God. Thinking
too
much
is
dangerous, especially

being

life.

another dimension: the law of
God, the fear of God, the sacred.
"The fear of the Lord is a fountain of life" (Proverbs 14:27).
And the commandments of God
bring peace (shalom) and health
to the person (Psalm 119:165).
The Bible develops a whole
new concept, unknown to Antiquity, that of holiness. All the laws
of health and cleanliness are based
on that concept, and performed
only in reference to God (Exodus
22:31; Leviticus 11:43-45; 20:25,
26). Likewise the laws governing
the relationships between neighbors. "Love j o u r neighbor aaHJ
yourself: I am tro Lord" (Leviticus
19:18L "You are to have the same
law for the alien a n d the nativeborn. I am the L o r d f our God"
(Leviticus 24:22). Everything has
14 SHABBAT SHALOM / August 1997

Man

is

r ivhole

cally, mentally, and spiritually
sound. Therefore a stupid and unlearned man cannot in the biblical
sense be truly moral. As the ancient rabbis used to say: "Justice is
impossible for the ignoramus."
Today, more than ever, people
need to be reminded of the strong
unity of their being. Under the
influence of Greek philosophy, particularly that of Plato, the
Judeo-Christian religions and the
modern philosophers have adopted
and reinforced the dissociation of
the body and the soul. This resulted in the denial of the body and
the health laws at the expense of
^
- is believed to be the||oul:
nany prejudices
cmtteTrne mind and frMl
ent the being.
The intellectual is a
nerd, unable to develop

or he

is

not.

along the lines of modern
trends of thoughts, which
are all nihilistic anyway.
Philosophy is Satan's tool
to uproot faith.
However, the Bible shows us
that life encompasses all the dimensions of the human being; real life
postulates the harmonious development of all faculties, physical,
mental, and spiritual. True life is
the awareness of the totality of
one's being.
Real life is to be all one can be.
Real

Death

The reality of life becomes all th
more acute when faced with t
reality of death. The human bei
is a whole. That which was tr
on the level of existence is also true
in the face of death. All aspects of

'lice
particularly

adopted
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life are yielded to the angel of
death. The body, the soul, the intellect, all dies.
The destiny of humans is linked
to their essence. What they shall
become depends on what they are.
Because humans are dust, they
shall return to dust (Genesis 3:19).
Death is the essence of humans.
The biblical story of our origins
is clear on this matter. Life depends
on God. In turning away from
God, humans threaten their own
existence. "For when you eat of it
you will surely die" (Genesis 2:17).
In disobeying, man and woman
tear themselves from the tree of life,
and death becomes their destiny
(Genesis 3:23, 24). Whether or
not the story is metaphorical is not
the issue. The intention of the
author is to teach us that life is not
inherent in our nature. Human
beings depend on an external
Source of life. If they cut themselves off from that Source, they
die. Man and woman disobeyed
and consequently became mortals.
Indeed, to disobey God is an act
that denies God of His sovereignty
as the Creator, and thus affects the
totality of our existence. The Bible
parallels disobedience with sin.
And sin is the origin of death:
"As heat and drought snatch
away the melted snow, so the grave
snatches away those who have
ned"(Job24:19).
'Everyone will die for his own
sin" (Jeremiah 31:30).
"The soul who sins is the one
who will die" (Ezekiel 18:4).

dissociation

of

the

For the Bible, sin is the determining agent in the process of
death which devours man. Death
is not a punishment concocted by
God a posteriori to the sin. Death
is sin. The sinful act carries within
itself the formula of death. Sin,
immorality, evil, and disobedience
to the commandments of God, as
implied by biblical anthropology,
have a destructive effect on the
body and on the whole being. Because of the wholeness of the
human being, corruption of mind
leads to corruption of body. Death
Death

is not

punishment
by
the

God
sin.

a
concocted

a posteriori
Death

is

to
sin.

is total. Its state is described by the
Bible as silence and nothingness.
The author of Ecclesiastes makes
the same distinction between life
and death: "For the living know
that they will die, but the dead
know nothing; they have no further reward, and even the memory
of them is forgotten. Their love,
their hate and their jealousy have
long since vanished; never again
will they have a part in anything
that happens under the sun"
(Ecclesiastes 9:5-6). Later, the sage
concludes: "Whatever your hand
finds to do, do it with all yout
might, for in the grave, where you
are going, there is nerHT^^^Brng
nor planning nor knowledge Apr
dom" (Ecclesiastes 9:10). Likewise, the Psalms, that most popular

book of funeral services, declares:
"It is not the dead who praise the
Lord, those who go down to silence" (Psalm 115:17). "No one
remembers you when he is dead.
Who praises you from the grave?"
(Psalm 6:5).
We understand now why the
Bible was so serious about condemning the various necromantic
practices, the cult of the dead in
pagan Antiquity (Psalm 106:28,
37; D e u t e r o n o m y 18:9-14;
Leviticus 19:31). For the prophet
Isaiah, consulting the dead is the
climax of absurdity: "When men
tell you to consult mediums and
spiritists, who whisper and mutter,
should not a people inquire of their
God? Why consult the dead on
behalf of the living?" (Isaiah 8:19).
But great is the temptation to
ignore this emptiness, to make believe that death does not exist, to
turn it into illusion. The majority
of mankind does not accept the
reality of death. The perspective
of oblivion is too terrifying, hence
the popularity of the idea of immortality of the soul. From
prehistory to our time, from the
most mystical religion to the most
rational philosophy, this belief is attested to, and appears in the most
unexpected forms.
In Judeo-Christian circles, this
concept filtered in with Hellenistic trends of thought. The soul was
defined as an entity independent
from the body; upon physiological
death, the spirit would be allowed
to go back to the world of spirits
and angels. As related in the Jewish Encyclopedia, "the Jewish belief
in the immortality of the soul was
actually borrowed from Greek
thought, especially from Plato, its
principal representative."3
In Oriental philosophies, the
soul is considered a part of the
August 1997/SHABBAT SHALOM 15
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totality of the Universe, and survives the human body to reappear
in another animal or h u m a n
body, through the process of
transmigration.
On the periphery of religious
circles, the occult has also contributed to the dissemination of this
concept. At the moment of death,
it is believed that the human soul
retires, wrapped in its envelope, an
individual spark in the cosmic
fluid; thus, with the assistance of
mediums, it is possible to communicate with the deceased, who come
back momentarily as pale shadows
of what they used to be. The experience is often disappointing and
often leads to depression. The seduction of the occult is especially
strong in our times. Since the nineteenth century, the popularity of
the occult has grown and has spread
around the civilized world.
Outside of religious debate,
materialist philosophies have also
flirted with the idea of the immortality of the soul. While discarding
the concept of an actual immortal
soul, the materialists nevertheless
retain the idea of immortality and
believe that the soul will join the
Infinite upon the death of the body.
Whether it be dualistic or materialistic, the conclusion is always
the immortality of man. In the
dualistic approach, the body and
the soul are split up, to ensure that
at least one would survive the other.
In the materialistic approach, the
substances all being related, it becomes a must to immortalize
substance. Thus man struggles
with the concept of immortality.
16 SHABBAT SHALOM / August 1997

It's extremely improper today to
speak of an austere death which rots
both the bones and the soul.
This obsession with immortality plunges its roots into our
anguish. Although our civilization
lives in the shadow of total extinction, it is not just a barren earth we
fear, but a barren sky. Because
"God is dead," humans elevate
themselves, their universe, their
culture, their church, their political party, to the level of Eternity.
The immortal-soul concept, stemming from primordial times, is the
denial of God's existence. Instead
of depending on God, man prefers
taking his destiny into his own
hands and creates the concept of
his own immortality. But in declaring himself immortal, man
takes the place of God. This presumption echoes that of the
civilization of Babel.
Immortality has been the temptation for mankind from the start.
"The serpent said to the woman,
'You will not surely die. . . . you

The

immortal-soul

concept,

stemming

from
times,
God's

primordial
is the

denial

of

existence.

will be like God'" (Genesis 3:4, 5,
NKJV). And man and woman
were seduced. Humans, in their
pride, decided to last, to build forever, to become God. For the one
implies the other. To declare man
immortal is to simultaneously reject God, take His place, and give
man the status of sinlessness. Triple
blasphemy!:
First, because i m mortality
is
the
p r e r o g a t i v e of G o d

(Deuteronomy 32:40;
Psalm 90:2).
Second, because man
was c r e a t e d m o r t a l ,
biologically dependent
on God.
A n d third, by cutt i n g t h e m s e l v e s off
from G o d , h u m a n s
found themselves in the
hands of death. And
beyond death, there is
nothing.
''C'oi

•'."• -/ •

'•-.

The only solution to our condition, according to the Bible, is
resurrection. Not only is the notion of immortality of the soul
unknown to the Bible, but it contradicts the biblical message of
resurrection. Why believe in resurrection if the soul is immortal?
Christian theologian Oscar
Cullmann was right in declaring: " O u r answer to the
question of immortality of the
soul or resurrection of the dead
in the New Testament is clear.
T h i s d o c t r i n e of the great
Socrates and of the great Plato,
is incompatible with the teaching of the New Testament." 4
Joshua Yehudah, initiator of the
movement Unity in Judaism, refuses to understand immortality
without resurrection: "When the
notion of immortality penetrated
Judaism, it only meant the resurrection of dead bodies from the
dust, at the Last Judgment. Even
this idea of resurrection did not
separate the soul from the body.
That separation is, on the contrary,
a classical belief in the Greco-Roman and Hindu traditions."5
The notion of resurrection is not
a later idea, concocted for the needs
of an oppressed people in exile. It
has been demonstrated, on the basis of compared Semitic literature
August 1997 / SHABBAT SHALOM 16
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and philology, that very ancient
biblical texts, particularly in the
Psalms, attest to the belief in resurrection. We have strong reasons
to believe that the words "life" and
"waking" refer to eternal life and
resurrection (see Psalm 16:10, 11;
17:15, etc.).
The idea of resurrection is a very
old one in the Bible and can be
found among some of the most
ancient biblical texts. The song of
Moses for example, one of the oldest texts of the Bible, testifies
already to the belief in a resurrection. "I put to death and I bring
to life, I have wounded and I will
heal" (Deuteronomy 32:39). The
word "life" should be understood
as "relive," an allusion to resurrection. The parallelism between the
two phrases renders this very well.
First, the words "to bring to life"
are situated chronologically after "I
put to death," similarly the healing that follows the wounding. Just
as the wound disappears through
the healing, likewise death shall
disappear through the new life.
The biblical idea of resurrection is
not just beautiful words of poetry,
but an event that occurs in real life.
The resurrection of the son of the
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Shunammite (2 Kings 4:17-37)
shows that such a miracle is not
impossible. The tenacity of the
mother's faith confirms this; she
does not let the prophet go until
her son is brought back to life
again. The experience of resurrection is neither strange nor
inconceivable for the Israelite; on
the contrary, occurrences of it are
disseminated all over the biblical
pages. The world, the universe, and
the people, have already experienced this miracle. They were
raised up from nothingness. Israel
has gone through this experience.
It was brought out of death and slavery to life and freedom, from
Egypt to Canaan.
So what is to guarantee that I
shall be resurrected? Me, myself,
and not some diminished version
of my being.
The Bible gives an answer to this
question by comparing death to
sleep, and resurrection to waking
up. "Many of those who sleep in
the dust of the earth shall awake"
(Daniel 12:2, NKJV). The imagery not only describes the
unconscious state of death, but also
reassures us that our identity will
be recovered; the resurrected one

is not somebody else; it is the same
person that first went to sleep.
The Bible does not give us the
formula of resurrection and does
not go into the details of its mechanism. One thing is certain, we shall
be there in ourselves. "I know that
my Redeemer lives, and that in the
end he will stand upon the earth.
And after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see
God; I myself will see him with my
own eyes—I, and not another.
How my heart yearns within me!"
(Job 19:25-27). It is the totality of
our being that shall be resurrected,
body and soul, heart and mind.
But resurrection is more than a
mere return to life, to how things
were before death, a return to our
former wretched condition. From
the shiver of our skin to the depth
of our bones, from the heart to the
blood, from the power of the lungs
to the strength of our muscles, from
intelligence to the senses, we shall
again rise up to life, our potential
finally released, our body and soul
at last free.
For the life we now live is but
the shadow of the true life we were
created to live, a reality we can only
dream of and hope for.

'All biblical quotations are taken from
rhe New International Version (NIV) unless otherwise noted.
2
Emmanuel Levinas, Difficile liberte
(1976), p. 13. (Translation by the author.)
3
See the arricle "Immorrality of the
soul."
4
0. Cullmann, Immortalite de Fame ou
resurrection des morts? (Paris, 1956), p. 83.
(Translation by the author.)
5
Joshua Yehudah, Le monotheisme doctrine de I'unite (Geneva, 1952), p. 32.
(Translation by the author.)
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any roads that lead to
the New Testament
of Christianity begin
in the book of Daniel.1 One of
these roads starts in the twelfth
chapter of that book: "And many
of those who sleep in the dust of
the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame
and everlasting contempt" (verse
2).2 These words describe the resurrection of the dead.

references were susceptible of the
latter interpretation, and Judaism
in fact so applied them. 3 The ultimate theological foundation for
this hope was stated in
Deuteronomy 32:39, where the
Lord declares: "I kill and I make
alive." But the fullest statement
in the Tanakh of belief in the resurrection of the dead—both
righteous and wicked—is in
Daniel 12.

To be sure, this hope was not a
new invention of Daniel. Ezekiel
37:12 and Isaiah 26:19 also spoke
of resurrection. Scholars now debate whether these prophets were
referring to a national resurrection
or a personal resuscitation, but the

The idea of bodily resurrection
was apparently unique to Judaism.
The other nations of antiquity
placed their hope concerning the
afterlife, if they had such a hope,
on the continuing conscious survival of an incorporeal or
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immortality
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semi-incorporeal entity apart from
the body, such as the ka of the
Egyptians. The Greeks especially
developed the concept of man's
immortal soul, an idea that they
spread throughout the Mediterranean world, including Judasa.
According to this notion, the
physical body is the prisonhouse of
the immortal human spirit, and the
spirit is liberated at death.
The Hebrew view of human
nature was holistic, seeing a living
soul as a body animated by the lifegiving breath of God (Genesis 2:7).
When that breath is withdrawn,
life ends in the sleep of death
(Ecclesiastes 12:7). But the Greek
view was dualistic, with the body

despised as a disposable container
of an immaterial spirit that is independently conscious, and by
nature immortal and possibly divine. The contrast between the
two views is striking, and one
might think that they are logically
incompatible.4 For the Hebrew,
life was good and death was an
enemy. For the Greek, death was
an illusion and a liberation.
In spite of the apparent incompatibility, the Greek view
became laminated to the Hebrew
view in many Jewish minds. The
intrinsic dissonance resulted in
many difficult questions for
Jews, and later, for many Christians. What need was there of
the body? Where did the human
personality reside? Which comp o n e n t was responsible for
sinning? Could not the body
and the soul each blame the
other? The rabbis attempted to
resolve such questions with a famous parable:
Unto what is the matter like? It is like a king
of flesh and blood who
had a beautiful orchard.
The king placed in it
two keepers, one of
whom was lame and the
other blind. The lame
man said to the blind: "I
see beautiful figs in the
orchard. Come and take
me upon thy shoulder,
that we may take and eat
them." So the lame man
rode upon the blind,
took and ate t h e m .
Some time after, the
owner of the orchard
came and said to them:
"Where are those beautiful figs?" The lame

man replied: "Have I
then feet to walk with?"
The blind man replied:
"Have I then eyes to see
with?" What did the king
do? He placed the lame
man upon the blind and
judged them both together as one.
Also will the H o l y
O n e , blessed be H e ,
bring the soul, replace it
in the body, and judge
them together. 5
Actually, by the beginning of the
Common Era, there were many
varieties of belief in Judaism concerning the afterlife. 6
The
aristocratic Sadducees believed in
no life after death. The reward for
obedience is a prosperous long life
now, with many offspring. Such a
hope was good enough for those
who were living well.
Many others would have agreed
with the sentiments expressed in a
book popular at the time, The Wisdom of the Son ofSirach A\:\-A:
O death, how bitter
is the reminder of you
to o n e w h o lives at
peace among his poss e s s i o n s , to a m a n
without distractions,
who is prosperous in
e v e r y t h i n g , and who
still has the vigor to enjoy his food! O death,
how welcome is your
sentence to one who is
in need and is failing in
strength, very old and
distracted over everything; to one who is
contrary, and lost his
patience!
Do not fear the sentence of death; remember

your former days and
the end of life; this is
the decree from the
Lord for all flesh, and
how can you reject the
good pleasure of the
Most High? Whether
life is for ten or a hund r e d or a t h o u s a n d
years, there is no inquiry about it in Hades
[the place of the dead,
however conceived]. 7
But what about the person cut
down in the prime of life, even
though he was upright and obedient to the Torah, perhaps even a
martyr for it? How could he have
justice?
At this point the
Sadducean view and views akin to
it failed to satisfy.
The Pharisees held strongly to
belief in the bodily resurrection
of the dead. They would have
agreed with Mishnah Sanhedrin
10:1 that they who deny the resurrection will have no portion in
the world to come. But many of
them, as we have seen, would
have combined this faith with
belief in an immortal soul.
We must take note of one further aspect of the Jewish view of
death. Death was separation from
God, and so one who feels forsaken
by God is in some sense experiencing death even before the end of
his biological life. So when God
rescues from trouble or from sin,
it is spoken of as a restoration to
life.8 The people of the Qumran
community, who produced the famous Dead Sea Scrolls, spoke
emphatically in this manner. In
fact, they regarded the leaving of
the outside world and entering
their community as somehow passing from death to life.9
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These Jewish attitudes toward
death and the belief in resurrection
of the dead became key features of
the faith initiated in Yeshua of
Nazareth, in an even more intense
and confident way.
Yeshua became known as a
healer who could even resuscitate
the dead, in the manner of Elijah
and Elisha.10 But most important
was Yeshua's own resurrection,
which without exaggeration can
be regarded as the supreme foundational event of Christianity,
like the miraculous crossing of
the Red Sea for Israel. In one of
the earliest writings of the New
Testament, the apostle Paul summarizes what happened:
For I delivered to you
as of first importance what
I also received, that Christ
died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures,
that he was buried, that he
was raised on the third day
in accordance with the
scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas,11 then
to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than five
hundred brethren at one
time, most of whom are
still alive, though some
have fallen asleep. Then
he appeared to James,
then to all the apostles...
(1 Corinthians 15:3-7).
The Christian faith is based on
this astounding claim, and every-
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thing depends upon whether it is
true.12 The gospel of John quotes
Yeshua as saying, "Because I live,
you will live also" (14:19). Paul
wrote of "the gospel concerning his
[God's] Son, who was descended
from David according to the flesh
and designated Son of God in
power according to the Spirit of
holiness by his resurrection from
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the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord"
(Romans 1:3, 4). John in his
apocalypse records a vision of the
exalted Yeshua, who says to him:
"Fear not, I am the first and the
last, and the living one; I died, and
behold I am alive for evermore, and
I have the keys of Death and Hades" (Revelation 1:17, 18).
This is a stupendous claim, but
is it credible? The earliest witnesses
play a key role. Speaking of himself and the other apostles, Simon
Peter proclaimed, "This Jesus God
raised up, and of that we all are
witnesses" (Acts 2:32). To bear this
witness was one of the chief functions and qualifications of an
apostle. But were they credible?

Broadly speaking, there can be
but three possibilities: (1) The witnesses were lying; (2) The witnesses
were deceived—they were gullible,
or hallucinating, or duped in some
way; or (3) They were telling the
sober truth, sensational though it
admittedly be.
In the passage in 1 Corinthians
15 cited above, Paul lines up more
than five hundred witnesses, most
of whom were still alive when he
wrote and available for cross-examination. But some, he said,
"have fallen asleep"—died. The
record tells of how many of them
died—they were martyred. Except
in rare pathological cases, people
do not willingly die for something
that they know to be a lie. But
these witnesses sealed their testimony with their blood.
Furthermore, far from being
gullible, several of these witnesses
had been openly skeptical. The
James [Yaaqov] whom Paul mentioned was an older half-brother of
Yeshua and had not believed in him
(John 7:5; cf. Mark 3:31-35). After the claimed resurrection of
Yeshua, we find James becoming a
leader in the young church. The
only explanation for such an
about-face is the appearance to him
of his resurrected brother, mentioned by Paul. There is also the
famous case of "doubting Thomas"
in John 20:19-29. He had declared, "Unless I see in his hands
the print of the nails, and place my
finger in the mark of the nails, and
place my hand in his side [where a
Roman legionnaire had pierced
Yeshua's body with a spear to be
sure of his death], I will not believe." But his condition was met
and he believed.

It should be noticed in this and
several other appearances recorded
in the Gospels that Yeshua's appearances after his resurrection were
corporeal. The Gospels stress the
physicality. They were not dealing with a phantom.
As we have already noted,
Christians saw in the resurrection
of Yeshua the basis and assurance
of their own resurrection. We
find this note in the earliest
Christian sources that survive.
Thus 1 Thessalonians 4:16 says,
"For the Lord himself will descend from heaven with a cry of
command, with the archangel's
call, and with the sound of the
trumpet of God. And the dead
in Christ will rise first."

Finally, we should notice the
occurrence in the New Testament
of the manner of speaking we saw
in the Old Testament and at
Qumran—we may call it a metaphorical resurrection, but it is more
than that, a spiritual resurrection.
1 John 3:14 in a typical but startling expression declares: "We
know that we have passed out of
death into life, because we love the
brethren. He who does not love
abides in death."
That is the doubly astounding
proclamation of the New Testament: Resurrection from death
need not be only a hope for the
future; it can be a present experience. Many Christians have
betrayed this message and by their

lives shown themselves to be still
"abiding in death," but millions of
others have in fact experienced a
spiritual resurrection so real that
they have no doubts about the
physical one that they believe
awaits them.

'Some of the other Danielic concepts
that Yeshua and Christianity developed are
the person and title of the Son of Man,
the saints of the Most High, "the abomination of desolation," the final great
Assize, and the terrible rime of tribulation
that precedes rhe Messianic Age.
2
A11 quotations in this article from
the Bible and Apocrypha are taken from
the Revised Standard Version.
3
It is also recorded that resuscitation
of individuals occurred in connection with
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the prophets Elijah and Elisha (see 1 Kings
17:17-24; 2 Kings 4:31-37; 13:20, 21),
but these were presumably temporary, and
rhe resurrected ones died again.
'See Robert M. Johnston, "Spirit and
Flesh: The Early Christian View," Shabbat
Shalom. December 1996, 21-23.
^This parable, with slight variations,
is found in many places, including
Mekilta Shirata 2:130-133 (Lauterbach
edition), Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin
91a-b, and Leviricus Rabbah 4:5.

nto w h a t is the m a t t e r like?
It is like a king of flesh and blood
w h o had a beautiful orchard.

The

king placed in it two keepers, one

''This matter is discussed by G. W.
E. Nickelsburg, Resurrection, Immortality, and Eternal Life in Lntertestamental
Judaism, Harvard Theological Studies 26
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1972).

o f w h o m was lame and the other

In Protestant Bibles, Sirach (also
called Ecclesiasticus) is included among
rhe Apocryphal books.
8
See, for example, Psalm 30 and
Isaiah 38.
'See the Hymn Scroll (Hodayoth)
3:19-23, 11:3-14.
10
See the stories of Jairus's daughter
(Mark 5), the son of the widow of Nain
(Luke 7), and Lazarus (John 11).
"Cephas is rhe Greek transliteration
of the Aramaic nickname Kepha
("stone," or "rock") that Jesus gave to
Simon bar Jonah. Kepha translated into
Greek is Petros, from which we get the
English name Peter.

shoulder, that we may take and eat

12

The Israeli scholar Pinchas Lapide is
willing to concede that Yeshua rose from
the dead, in the manner of rhe resuscitations by Elijah and Elisha, and he chides
skeptical Christian scholars like Rudolf
Bultmann for their unbelief. Bur Lapide
is unwilling to say that the factuality of
Yeshua's resurrection proves him to be Son
of God. Christianity, however, distinguishes the resurrection of Jesus from the
earlier temporary resurrections, and insists
upon its cosmic significance.
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blind.

T h e lame man said to the

blind: T see beautiful figs in the orchard. C o m e and take me u p o n thy

them.' So the lame man rode upon
the blind, took and ate them. Some
time after, the owner of the orchard
came and said to them: 'Where are
those beautiful figs?' T h e lame man
replied: 'Have I then feet to walk
with?' T h e blind man replied: 'Have
I then eyes to see with?' W h a t did
the king do?

H e placed the lame

m a n u p o n the b l i n d and j u d g e d
them both together as one.
"Also will the H o l y O n e ,
blessed be He, bring the
soul, replace it in the body,
and judge them together."
(Mekilta Shirata

2:130-133.)
i
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A. Hadas

G

ustav Mahler is the
true existentialist
c o m p o s e r .
His m u s i c is life.
Beyond
Beethoven, whose music expressed universal agony and joy,
Mahler's music prophesied to
the world.
No other music has so acutely
anticipated the upcoming events
of d o o m . Were a beautiful
melody to soar for a few measures,
it is quickly engulfed by loud and
treacherous sounds. Or, an innocent woodwind solo is backed by
disturbing brass harmony.

themes intertwined. Some themes
surface quite clearly; others are
just obscurely felt.
For Mahler, the beautiful coexists with the treacherous; life
and death are like playmates, one
chasing the other, to be then
chased in turn. Just as one melodic theme merges into the other,
the two voices of life and death
emerge from each other only to
lose themselves to the other.

No other music has depicted
with such accuracy the intricacies
of life. Mahler's music is multilayered. There are always several

The dramatic entry of the
string tremolo is captured by the
rhythmic lower strings which will
now support the whole movement

The

Rite

of

Death

(Todtenfeier)'

in a resurging pattern of doom.
The funeral march has begun.
Death is the motif upon which
Mahler has chosen to build his
symphony of life and resurrection.
For Mahler, life is a variation on
the theme of death. Death pervades all aspects of life directly or
indirectly. Mahler's outlook on
life follows the Nietzschean holistic worldview where life and death
are both the lead actors in the theater of existence, one being
irrelevant without the other.
Quite a big role to give death,
isn't it? Would life really be irrelevant without death? Indeed
mankind has tried since the beginning of time to "domesticate"
death, to subdue its brutal feaAugust 1997 / SHABBAT SHALOM 23

tures. In Jewish tradition, especially in Medieval times, and late*
with the Maharal of Prague, a syn-*
thetic worldview was developed in 1
an attempt to overcome the abyss I
created by death. According toj
this view, the world was created j
by God under the sign of a dialf
lectical synthesis with both life
and death being the necessary
components of life.
In traditional Christianity,
the moment of death was the ultimate liberation unto life of the
soul, previously imprisoned in
the body of death. Death was
the door to heaven, the celestial
moment the soul could finally
meet with its Creator.
Later, in the nineteenth century, there occurred a certain
"romanticization" of d e a t h .
Death became a source of inspiration, the utter climax of love, of
life. We remember Schubert's
"Death and the Maiden" and
Wagner's "Liebestod." Mahler
situates himself in the same current of thought, but his intuition
goes deeper. There has been a tremendous effort on the part of the
human race to give death a content, to mask the horrifying
hollowness of its traits. And yet,
the biblical tradition maintains
that after death, there is nothing:
"There is no work or device or
knowledge or wisdom in the grave
where you are going" (Ecclesiastes
9:10, NKJV). Death is utter
nothingness, there is no use disguising it as life, it must be
overcome by life. And this is
where Mahler breaks with his contemporaries. He is too lucid to
not perceive the true features of
death. The only way out of death
is resurrection. We now turn to
the second part of the symphony.
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The

Primeval
Light
(Urlicht)2
"You will rise again, yes
rise again,
my heart, in a trice.
Your beating will suffice
to carry you
to God!"
(Klopstock/Mahler)

In the distance, we still hear the
beatings of the death drums from
the rite of death; they are but the
faint echo of the rejuvenated beatings of a heart that yearns for God.
W h a t sounded like inevitable
death, that "fateful pattern of
doom" enunciated in the lower
strings, now pulsates with renewed life in the beating heart. It
is the rhythm of death merging
into that of life that carries the resurrection to its paroxysm: "My
heart, in a trice, your beating will
suffice to carry you to God."
Resurrection presupposes both
life and death. Both must be
faced, both must be endured. For
it takes courage to face death, and
likewise, to face life.
For life is easily eluded, many
becoming either hardened nihilists or frantic Epicureans. The
courage to be, to use the terminology of Paul Tillich, is the
courage to be "in spite of" our
awareness of nonbeing, of death.
Life must be faced with lucidity, yet we need to forgive life,

and let it embrace us in spite of
its absurdity.
Death is also hard to face. VariI ous theories then surface, from the
I stoic efforts of the Ancients, to the
various forms of immortality of
the soul. East and West have been
quite prolific in finding alternatives to death. And yet, death
should also be faced with courage
and not on the crutches of sophisms. Because without death,
there is no resurrection.

it as
it must
overcome

life,
be
by life.

"You are sown in order to
blossom again.
The Lord of the harvest
goes forth
and gathers us in sheaves
when we have died.
All that is created must die.
All that has died must rise again.
Fear no more.
Prepare yourself. Prepare to live!"
(Klopstock/Mahler)

'Mahler's title for the first section of the symphony.
2
Mahler's title for the second
section of the symphony.
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R

eligions are rarely, if
ever, static. Religions
often change as human
needs do. The religion of the Hebrew Bible was no exception. The
Yahwism of Jeremiah differed
from that of either Abraham or
Moses, which differed from each
other as well.
Yet interestingly enough, one
aspect of Hebrew thought remained constant all through the
ages that span the writings of the
Hebrew Bible. Unlike their conception of God, for example,
which one could argue changed
from
the
monolatry
or
henotheism of the early Mosaic
period to the fervent monotheism of the Isaianic—the Hebrew
concept of death, of what happens w h e n a person dies,
remained static. In other words,
the basic view taught in the Bible
that the dead are asleep in the
ground, in Sheol, remained the
same from the time of Moses up
through the Persian period. During such a long period, with so
many radical changes in the experience of the people, aspects of

their religion would be expected
to change as well.
With the use of Sheol, however, no such change, much less
an advancement or progression,
occurs. The word appears to have
kept its same basic meaning
throughout the entire time in
which the Bible was written,
which is that it's a place where
people—both the righteous and
the unrighteous—sleep until the
resurrection of the dead.
Also, even from the earliest
times, Sheol always had a negative connotation. Nothing in any
age ever gave hope or promise.
Outside of a few mysterious references to the Rephaim, in no age
was Sheol seen as conscious abode
of the dead, either for the righteous or the unrighteous, and
never does it appear as a blissful
place. Even during the Exilic
period, with so much calamity
and devastation, Sheol didn't
evolve into a more hopeful place,
one that offered the bliss and
happiness not found among the
living. Instead, in that period,
Sheolis clearly linked to hardly a

cause for hope in and of itself.
The hope comes only from the
resurrection at the end of the age.
Also, in almost all periods, an
early departure to Sheol was seen
as a punishment. It is a place of
"destruction" (Proverbs 15:11), a
place where there is no praise of
Yahweh (Isaiah 38:18), where
people are consumed (Job 24:19),
where people sleep (Job 14:12),
and a place to where people ultimately return (Job 1:21, Jonah
2:3, Psalm 139:8). Again none of
these verses teach a progression in
the concept of the word; rather
they simply confirm and elaborate
what was understood about it
from the earliest times.
Of course, a study of Sheol
doesn't give the whole picture regarding the development of the
Hebrew concept of the dead from
the Archaic to the Persian period.
It's merely one piece in a larger
mosaic. Nevertheless, it's a large
piece, one that helps confirm that
the Israelites had no notion of an
immediate afterlife, but death was
merely a sleep in the grave until
resurrection morning.
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The Death of Death: Resurrection and Immortality in Jewish
Thought, by Neil Gillman
(Jewish
Lights Publishing,
T H E
1997), 336 pp., $23.95.
Does death end life, or is it
the passage from one stage of
D E A T H
life to another?
In The Death ojDeath noted
theologian Neil Gillman offers
readers an original and compelling argument that Judaism, a religion often thought
to pay little attention to the afterlife, not only presents
us with rich ideas on this subject—but delivers a deathblow to death itself.
Combining astute scholarship with keen historical,
theological, and liturgical insights, Gillman outlines the
evolution ofjewish thought about bodily resurrection
and spiritual immortality. Beginning with the nearsilence of the Bible on the afterlife, he traces the
development of these two doctrines through Jewish history. He also describes why today, somewhat
surprisingly, more contemporary Jewish scholars—including Gillman—have unabashedly reaffirmed the
notion of bodily resurrection.
In this innovative and personal synthesis, Gillman
creates a strikingly modern statement on resurrection
and immortality, and gives new and fascinating life to
an ancient debate. The Death of Death is an intellectual and spiritual milestone for all of us interested in
the meaning of life, as well as the meaning of death.
Neil Gillman is recognized as one of the leading religious thinkers in America today. Insightful and
provocative, he is an important contributor to the development of a heightened spiritual consciousness
among people of many faiths. Gillman is the author of
books and articles that make modern Jewish thought
accessible to the lay reader. His works include Sacred
Fragments: Recovering Theologyfor the Modern Jew, winner of the National Jewish Book Award.
Gillman is currently Chair of the Department of
Jewish Philosophy at the Jewish Theological Seminary
of America in New York, where he has also served as
Dean of the Rabbinical School. He was a member of
the Commission on the Philosophy of Conservative
Judaism which, in 1988, wrote Emet Ve-Emunah, the
(1ILLMAN
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B o o k s

first Statement of Principles of Conservative Judaism.
He is a frequent scholar-in-residence and lecturer at
universities and Jewish and Christian congregations
across the country.
Jewish Insights on Death and
Mourning, edited with introductions by Jack Riemer, foreword
by Sherwin B. N u l a n d
(Schocken Books, 1995), 374
pp., $15.00.
As Jack Riemer demonstrates
in this collection of Jewish resources for m o u r n i n g and
^^1
H ^ ^
healing, the Jewish tradition has
much to offer those who seek its
help in time of need. Here are personal as well as
practical writings by contemporary authors about the
Shivah period, Kaddish, Yizkor, Yahrzeit, and less familiar practices to honor the dead and comfort the
living. Some writers describe new rituals that were
created to fill special needs. Others raise questions
about the tradition: Do Jews believe in an afterlife?
How do we mourn the stillborn child? Should we
always strive to prolong life? Reflections on these and
other issues related to death and dying make this an
indispensable resource for coping with some of life's
most difficult and sacred moments.
JEWISH
I N S I G H T S ON
D E A T H AND
MOURNING
EDITH* *Y JACK RIKUKI

Jack Riemer is the rabbi of Congregation BethTikvah
in West Boca Raton, Florida.
Life After Death in World Religions, edited by Harold Coward
(Orbis Books, 1997), 131 pp.,
after
$15.00.
c
Death>
Is there life after death? If so,
in Wort
what is it like? How does it relate to life in this world? These
Twligtons
questions are staples of the hu1 larold Coward
man effort to discern whether
transcendent meaning or absurdity rules the cosmos. Life after
Death in World Religions retrieves the classic responses
of Buddhism, Chinese religions, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, and Judaism and presents them with
clarity and authority.
life

t

The contributors to Life after Death in World Religions are Eliezer Segal (Judaism), Terence Penelhum
(Christianity), Hanna Kassis (Islam), Anatanand
Rambachan (Hinduism), Eva K. Neumaier-Dargyay
(Buddhism), and Gary Arbuckle (Chinese Religions).
Representatives of or experts on their traditions, each
of them conveys the flavor of a given tradition as a
whole. But more importantly, they provide insights
into the concrete rituals, practices, and emotions surrounding death and the particular forms of hope
regarding the afterlife that characterize each tradition.
Editor Harold Coward is professor of religious studies
at the University of Calgary and Director of the Centre
of Studies in Religion and Society at the University of
Victoria. His previous books include Sacred Word and
Sacred Text: Scripture in World Religions and HinduChristian Dialogue: Perspectives
and Encounters.
THE NEW
TESTAMENT
AND
HELLENISTIC
JUDAISM

The New Testament and Hellenistic Judaism, edited by Peder
Borgen and Soren Giversen
(Hendrickson Publishers,
1997), 293 pp., $24.95.
A substantial portion of the
New Testament was either written in the Jewish Diaspora or
addressed to members of the
Diaspora. This means that Hellenistic Judaism outside of Palestine was to a great extent
the matrix from which New Testament thought developed, so that New Testament teachings and
presuppositions about the relationship of the followers
of Jesus to the "Old Covenant" must be understood in
terms of Hellenistic Jewish understandings of that covenant. These papers, which were presented at a
conference held at the University of Aarhus, Denmark,
in 1992, investigate different aspects of the relationship of formative Christianity to its Hellenistic Jewish
matrix.
Contributors are European scholars, such as the volume editors and Marinus de Jonge, and Americans,
including James Charlesworth and Adela Yarbro
Collins. Topics included: ownership of the covenant
according to the Epistle of Barnabas; Alexandrian Jewish religious life as seen in texts prior to Philo; the

universality of Torah in Hellenistic Judaism as a preparation for gentile Christianity; the Jewishness of the
Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs and of certain magical
texts; the Jewish background of Mark's empty-tomb account, Mark's theios aner christology, and the New
Testament love command; comparisons of Philonic and
Pauline biblical exegesis; the role of Hellenistic philosophy in the Corinthian conflict; the influence of passion
traditions on Pauline hardship catalogs; and the semiotics
of the Adam-Christ typology of Romans. All articles are
in English, including one newly translated from German
for this edition.
The Oxford Dictionary of
the Jewish Religion, edited
by R. J. Zwi Werblowsky
a n d Geoffrey W i g o d e r
(Oxford University Press,
1997), 792 pp., $95.00.
With almost 2,400 entries ranging from short
definitions to lengthy essays,
; :.">J|^SgMK:
:
flHBBlEt:
I this dictionary is the most
-'•••' :• • -T-••• •;•:•' •' '-';
accessible and complete refBS
r
erence available on the
concepts, beliefs, and practices of historical and contemporary Jewish religious practice.
The work of scholars from Israel, the United States,
and Europe, the dictionary is written from the viewpoint of modern Jewish pluralism, reflecting the great
variety ofjewish religious expression—including traditional approaches and more recent variations such as
Reform and Conservative Judaism. It covers all aspects
ofjewish practice, law, and theology as expressed in
the Bible and the Talmud and by philosophers throughout history, the historical evolution within the faith,
and the full range of personalities associated with Judaism. Religious aspects of the Holocaust and religious
issues posed by the existence of the State of Israel are
addressed, along with historical and contemporary relations with Christianity and Islam, and the Jewish
mystical tradition and folklore.
R. J. Zwi Werblowsky is Professor of Comparative
Religion at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, and
Geoffrey Wigoder is Research Associate at the Institute of Contemporary Jewry at the Hebrew University
of Jerusalem.
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